Chapter Twenty-One
THE LAST ESCAPE: HIVA-OA

At last, in September 1901, Gauguin arrived in the
Marquesas*
They were not coral atolls, like the Paumotos that lay
between them and the Societies, but the steep peaks of a
submerged mountain range resembling Tahiti in formation but
not in spirit. At their creation they had been hurled up from a
great depth of the ocean and now lay almost gloomily and
menacingly in the bright sea with their sharp dark cliffs,
shattered into precipices, falling into deep water on every side.
Unlike the Societies they were not surrounded by coral, for
almost everywhere the depth of the water prevented the
formation of the reefs. Only around some of the lower islands
or in the smaller bays between the giant cliffs was there a sign
of surf, where the sea was broken by young reefs growing on the
shallow sea-beds* The appearance of the islands was more
savage than that of the Societies, wilder and more luxuriant,
but brooding in the sea. The islanders had been cannibals in the
past and the feeling that hung over the islands was violent,
almost as if it had impelled the Marquesans to adopt those
practices which the Tahitians had never known. To approaching
schooners the islands of Hiva-Oa and Tahuata stood up, often
capped in cloud. Deep valleys scarred the mountain ranges and
cut into the green forests, making dark steep shadows. From
the sea half-bare cliffs rose up gauntly, and the incessant and
melancholy cry of the sea-birds that lived on them came over
the water. Far inland in the mountains were the giant stone
images of buried kings on altar platforms, overgrown now with
the high silence of the hills and the destructive vegetation, and
abandoned by the greater sadness of the voicelessness of a dying
population. The soil of the islands was very fertile and could
have supported many people, but various causes had arranged
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